numbers would increase by 200 per cent because of HIV I AIDS mortality, it was clear that finding the necessary resources to protect orphaned children must be a priority for the international community (UNAIDS, 2001) . Although this unprecedented rise in the number of children living without parental care appears to be a problem for children, in reality it highlights a historical tendency for 'the problem of orphans' to be an economic issue for adults.
Whether in an institution or a substitute family, orphans are prisoners of their own dependency. In this paper, I argue that orphanhood is a form of detention, in which children are treated exclusively as objects of concern and items in socioeconomic accounting, rather than as subjects of human rights. Despite the rhetoric of kindness and concern about orphans, no one wants to pay the cost of their upbringing. I shall illustrate this using historical examples, as well as recent research in Bosnia and Herzegovina, Tanzania, Thailand and Viet Nam.
Who is an orphan?
An orphan is assumed to be a dependent child, however child is defined culturally, although according to international law a child is a person less than 18 years of age. 'Orphan' is not a unitary category, nor is there a single agreed definition. Within the general classification, special categories receive attention from time to time within international aid discourses. These include AIDS orphans and street children, as well as historically specific groups constructed by the media such as 'Biafra babies' in the 1960s and 'Romanian orphans' in the early 1990s.
Although the most usual global definition of 'orphan' used in international work is a child with two deceased biological parents, this is by no means universal; orphans may have one or both parents alive, absent or continuing to care for them. It is common, especially in cultures in which women do not have full economic and political independence, to refer to a child whose father is dead and mother alive as an 'orphan'. This is the case in many parts of Africa, as is reflected in the definition of the Tanzanian Ministry of Labour and Youth Development (1995) : 'An orphan is a child below the age of 18 years whose one or both parents have died of any cause' (my emphasis). This definition recognizes the fact that children who have no living parents face many of the same economic and social problems as children of widowed mothers: 'A married woman here is no different to a widow', as one woman put it to Tanzanian researchers (Mwanamke alieolewa hapa, hana tofauti na mjane). What this definition does not take into account is that many of the problems of biological orphans are shared with children who might be called 'social orphans', who have been abandoned by both parents, or whose fathers have abandoned them to the sole care of their mothers, whether or not they are wives (Ahmed et al., 1999) .
Thus a child who has no father is frequently regarded as having a disadvantage equal to a child who has no parents at all, particularly in socioeconomic and cultural contexts in which the value of women is low and they cannot be regarded as household heads. Because of their low participation in formal labour markets, women are not regarded as household breadwinners, even if they generate a viable income through home-based or informal sector work. This is not exclusive to developing countries. At least until the late 1980s, UK census enumerators would not accept a married woman as a head of household, even if she were the house owner and only income earner. In Bosnia and Herzegovina current social work policy is to award custody to fathers when parents divorce, because women cannot be household heads and return to their father's house, to which custom dictates that they cannot bring a child with a different surname (Cehajic et al., 2003) .
Whatever their actual economic status, women and children are de facto social dependants ('widows and orphans' being a frequent joint classification, especially in the religious texts of Abrahamic religions; Arole, 1998). The implication is that they cannot survive without the social and economic protection of an adult male. This is why the 'orphan' category encompasses children of widows, bi-parental orphans, abandoned children, children whose fathers have abandoned their mothers and many illegitimate children. Malinowski's famous definition of illegitimacy could equally be applied to orphanhood: 'No child should be brought into the world without a man -and one man at that -assuming the role of sociological father, that is guardian and protector, the male link between the child and the rest of the community' (Malinowski in Goody, 1971, p. 39) .
